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Summer vacation is over, and it's the first day back at school. Write a 
theme called "My Summer Vacation" the teacher says. That's all. Oh yes, and it•s 
due Friday.
Most adults remember such a scene as a familiar episode in growing up. Although 
most of us inwardly groaned, panicked or yawned at such an assignment, we accepted 
it as part of school life.
But suppose your boss told you to write a company policy statement--your first 
day on the job. Would you think he/she any less fair than the teacher who assigns 
such a theme?
Perhaps if your boss motivated you--discussed ideas and explained company goals-- 
you'd feel less intimidated about your task. And, if your teacher had done the 
same, wouldn't you feel more eager, more able to write the theme?
None of the 20 teachers who attended the Montana Writing Project at the 
University of Montana this summer are likely to assign a summer vacation theme to 
their students. However, they are highly qualified to make the task of learning to 
write a pleasureable success. That's good news if you consider that more and more 
college freshmen can't write a coherent paper.
For five weeks in June and July teachers from elementary and secondary schools 
in Montana gathered on campus for a project one participant described as "teachers 
teaching teachers to teach." They were part of the Montana outgrowth of the Bay Area
Writing Project, which aims to develop a corps of trained teachers who can, In turn, 
train others.
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The Montana project was set up by Dick Adler and Bob Hausmann, English professors 
at the University, on the premise that writing skills of school graduates need to 
be improved--regardless of prospective occupation and education level.
Colleges and universities share the problem with elementary and secondary 
schools, they believe, and should cooperate in solving it. Also, research and 
experience shows that there are ways to teach writing successfully, but most teachers 
are unaware of them. The writing project's goal is to bring together successful 
writing teachers to educate each other and to become a corps of consultants for 
other teachers.
One of the benefits of the project is that teachers become responsible for 
their students writing, Adler said. And thus both the teacher and the students 
gain. "Writing is a negative process because it is correction-oriented," he said.
"But the participants have turned it around and made it a positive, exciting process."
How do you change a dull, often confusing routine into a mind-expanding project? 
First, you learn to motivate students. Instead of throwing them a broad, general 
assignment such as "My Summer Vacation," you focus down the subject to something
within a child s grasp, such as how it feels to learn to swim or to get a new baby 
sister.
Then you discuss several points of view and urge the students to write for a 
special audience, such as the rest of the class, rather than for the teacher.
Finally, you write too. If your students see that you're brave enough to 
take on the task, they feel less threatened and follow your example. One of the
teachers in the project wrote a novel last year with the help of his senior high 
school students.
Each of the teachers in the Montana project presented a workshop, a simulated 
classroom scene, for the rest of the participants. Topics ranged from how to use a 
newspaper in the classroom to how to understand the motives of a fictional character.
-more-
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One teacher noted that "usually teachers are starved for ideas. But here we 
met with the best and learned many methods with many applications."
"It's all practical knowledge," another said, "not just theory."
Each of the participants is now considered a trainer, and has agreed to teach 
others across the state. During the next year teachers and principals in Montana 
can call Adler and explain what they want to learn. Adler will send a teacher 
trained to teach teachers.
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